Influence of the stage of pregnancy on Neospora caninum distribution, parasite loads and lesions in aborted bovine foetuses.
In the present work we have studied in Neospra caninum aborted bovine foetuses the influence of foetal age (first, second and third gestational periods) on parasite distribution by nested PCR, parasite loads by real-time PCR and N. caninum associated lesions. For this purpose, a total of 220 aborted foetuses were analysed and detection of N. caninum infection was accomplished by nested-PCR in brain, heart and liver, detecting the presence of the parasite in 72 (32.7%) bovine foetuses. When the different age classes were compared, parasite DNA-detectability in heart and liver was reduced over time of gestation (P < 0.05, Fisher F-test). N. caninum distribution, parasite loads and lesions were studied on 34 out of 72 N. caninum-infected foetuses selected according to the stage of pregnancy and organs recovered. A higher number of positive-PCR tissue samples were observed in the foetuses corresponding to the first and second pregnancy periods. In the last trimester, the parasite could only be detected in the brain and, sporadically, in the diaphragm, heart and lymph nodes. The parasite loads decreased during pregnancy and the foetuses from the first period had higher parasite burdens in brain, heart, kidney and lung (P < 0.05, Kruskal-Wallis H-test) than in those corresponding to the other two trimesters of pregnancy. In addition, the observed lesions were more severe in foetuses from the first and second pregnancy periods than those from the third period (P > 0.05, Kruskal-Wallis H-test). Our results confirm the influence of N. caninum foetal age on pathogenesis in natural N. caninum infections.